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As | cleared Immigration that first day | arrived, and
walked out into the beige reception area, | realised that
this, surprisingly, was it - | was finally in Japan. The
parking lot was next and the welcoming mat of
kilometres of road construction lined by a hodgepodge
of buildings that have broken free from any sense of
aesthetic. Then a second realisation anxiously rushed
in upon the first one - this was not a pretty city. (I had
imagined Dr Seuss green ball trees, and fresh water
streams with orange carp, everywhere | looked.) Right
from the beginning my experience differed from my
expectations.

One morning a little while later |1 choked awake in
my apartment to find it filled with burning plastic gas
fumes. | was not totally surprised, by this stage. It was
an intense, uncomfortable experience though, so | went
outside and tried to stop my kindly, old neighbour lady
from burning all her ‘unburnable’ trash on the road
outside my window. What did she do when | spoke to
her? She nodded, squinted at me and muttered
something, and then totally ignored me! The cocktail
of my poor Japanese, excess emotion, Cross purposes,
and pajamas on the street combined to make this a poor
first experience of environmental protest in Japan. |
laughed about this at the time; but it also chilled me.
As | was confronted that morning with the idea that |
might not be able to stand up for myself and my beliefs
here like 1 could “at home'. | reacted badly to that idea.

Activism

Some months later | inquired at my school office
about International Women's Day events as March 8
was just a few weeks off. By this time | was quite keen
to meet some women with feminist consciousness and
get some relief from the stories of the slave women
who were telling me they got up at 5am and make their
husbands a ‘10 course’ breakfast - and that they didn’t
mind atall !’ (I really thought they were joking, at first.
Then | was flabberghasted by their ‘mindless
compliance’.) The office staff didn’t know about IWD;
but they knew someone who might know...So they
introduced me to Kuniko Kato who runs a small
feminist, alternative primary school in Nonami. (‘Twas
my lucky day’ - as she’s an amazing, broadminded and
active person.) She told me, however, that no-one was
doing anything in 1996 as the usual IWD organisers
went to Beijing (in 1995), and were too beat to get a
1996 IWD event together. But would like to meet
Sakiko Kato at the YWCA?

Barbara Struthers

Sakiko turned out to be another woman on fire in this
town, and Kuniko thought that she would like to do an
IWD event with me. It was then that | realised that she
thought | was wanting to organise an event. This was
kind of shocking to me as | thought no-one would want
a ‘foreigner’ to start organising things here, therefore
her conclusion and support seemed kind of remarkable.
I immediately went into a self-talk session, however, on
whether or not it would be culturally insensitive of me
to do it. Not wanting to let Kuniko down, | decided to
go ahead. | met with Sakiko and as she was really
sparked by the proposal that we do a Japanese and
foreign style event together; she jumped into the
project immediately. | remained surprised.

This lead to a two-week dash around our other
commitments to set up a mini IWD festival to celebrate
the day. It differed from the usual style IWD events in
Nagoya in that it was open to the general public, it
involved feminist songs, invited foreigners and was
held outdoors. Maybe a hundred people came. It was
small. Still, everyone involved got really buzzed from it,
so it's been considered a success. It was the precursor
to the public events that have been organised by a
multi-cultural group of women each year since. These
events have become bigger and more adventurous.
Last year was pretty good, and IWD 99 will be quite an
experience.

Still, 1 have worried off and on about the
appropriateness of (my) foreigners’ roles. Am I/we
really welcome to be joining in and trying to better’
community consciousness etc., away from home? Are
my/our ideas really suited to this culture and context
anyway? Am |/are we insulting people? Is it really OK
to see yourself as living in an International Community
and to act accordingly? These questions haven’t
stopped me from getting involved, they just prowl my
conscious at times...Despite my niggling concerns
however, the Japanese women I've been working with
in these projects seem really excited about working
with foreigners and the ‘outside’ support that this
represents to them. They keep encouraging me/us to
do more. This response is quite different to what | had
expected, and also heartwarming.

I have gained an enormous amount from what these
Japanese activists have shared with me, and | have
been able to express things very close to my heart in a
country where such ideas are reportedly so unwelcome.
So really I'm glad | didn't listen to the censors, and not
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get involved. | think, that perhaps we are sometimes
not justified in trying to conform to mainstream cultural
guides for behaviour in countries different to our own,
as each culture is in flux and the guides are generally
produced according to the most conservative values
practised in the community. Paying attention to the
feedback you get from the local people you respect
would seem a more reliable guide to me. So, even
where | now see | could have approached some things
with more culturally informed understanding, the
experiences that arose from my naivite were
opportunities for good learnings for all concerned. (I
think more good than harm has resulted overall!) It
was really important for me as a perennial community
activist to be able to participate in Japanese society
from that activist framework. Despite, not having
learnt to speak Japanese well (cringe, cringe), | have
had the opportunity to appreciate the intricacy of this
culture so that it's not so monolithically strange to me
anymore. | can see the subcultures within the
community now, and the processes of struggle the
groups that desire change are undergoing. It's quite
similar to home in that respect, and it makes me feel
more at home to connect with it.

Teaching

You soon realise when you start teaching in Japan
that most peoples values are still encased in the
mummified restrictions of chauvinist thinking. To be
fair, sexism is not the only conservative thinking one
finds- and Japan is not the only country where its found.
But as a woman used to challenging sexism in my own
community, of course | was immediately struck by the
extreme degree that it's practised here.

As a foreigner teaching my language and culture, |
have found it important to emphasize the difference in
mainstream Japanese thinking about gender roles, and
female value, and the less sexist thought found in some
Japanese groups, and in other industrial nations. In
Australia I'm always conscious of using non-sexist
language, examples, materials and curriculum and
classroom behaviour. At A/S, I've had sufficient
autonomy to continue this practise in my classrooms;
but | know that most of the school, and the outside
Education Board has no such committment. In fact, |
have found a committment to improving the status of
women in this society to be quite lacking. A saving
grace for A/S is the Gender Studies centre, even if it
may have been the price the administration paid to
turn the rest of the university into a football totting
male preserve.(?) Also important for the students and
staff here are the small number of well-placed women
on the staff who seem conscious of the need to enhance

women'’s opportunities and experience. It must be a
difficult balancing act for them, and | hope they get a lot
of encouragement and support as they are definitely
valuable members of staff. Most of this campus,
though in my opinion, could have been transported
through a timewarp from a conservative area of the
States the 1950's.

Sometimes hierarchical structures are easy to
conflate with sexist ones; | suppose that's because
hierarchies are so often controlled by narrowly defined
‘masculinist’ /sexist values. When | go to the
administration office, the international exchange office,
the President’s office - am | observing only a rigid
hierarchical structure at work? | don’t think so. It
would appear that the systems I've observed operating
are inherently chauvininst and designed to subjugate
the female members of staff. Contracts that terminate
in 5 years for female clerical staff, tea service by female
staff members (!), and general kowtowing to male staff
members are just the surface of the chauvinism
problem operating on this campus. | can’t imagine
what a critical examination of the gendered working
conditions, curriculum, and teaching practises would
reveal; though I'm sure it would be appalling to anyone
with an “equalist’ perspective. Meaning, of course,
that female students are not as well served as they
should be by these systems.

Having noted the Administration’s response to a case
of flagrant sexual harassment of students by a previous
staff member, | think it's no wonder for example, that
A/S does not yet have a responsible anti-sexual
harassment policy or practise. The operative values of
the A/S administration have not yet broken free from
the chains of deeply misogynist thought and practise.
(In the case mentioned the offending staff member was
told not to be concerned about punishment as his
behaviour was not viewed as harassment or abuse, but
as activities in his private life! Incredibly enough! A
similar response to that of the judges in Yokkaichi who
gave no punishment to two men found guilty(!) of
abduction and premeditated rape.)

Perhaps if consumer rights consciousness developes
more strongly here, female students and their parents
will start to insist on a higher standard and fair
treatment. Then the abolition of sexism will become an
economic arguement that would have to be attended to,
in order to maintain the viability of the university. One
always hopes that universities will take the higher
moral ground and not wait for economic necessity to
force them to do the right thing; however, when
universities are private enterprise, this ideal would
seem, unfortunately, to fall on fallow ground. Or will
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we be surprised sometime soon, by the A/S
Administration initiating their own genuine review and
upgrade of the practises governing staff and students
on this campus. As I've already mentioned, | have been
impressed by the greater than percieved on the surface,
interest in and ability to change, in this country. | hope
that again my expectations will be superceded by a
more positive outcome than current evidence suggests!
Good luck everybody! (ASU Lecturer)
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